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in	September	 1916.	He	himself	was	ultimately	 commissioned	 into	
Royal	Scots	Fusiliers,	serving	with	the	11th	Battalion	in	France	during	
the	latter	part	of	1918.




September – at which point he could be notified to report to military 
camp	on	 (for	 example)	 a	week	or	 a	 fortnight’s	 notice.	He	was	not	
medically	 examined,	 and	was	 sent	 home.	On	19	 July,	 he	 received	
his	military	armlet	from	Glencorse	by	post.	On	9	October	1916,	he	
matriculated	at	 the	University	of	Edinburgh	in	the	Arts	Faculty.	He	
finished the academic year first in all class work: Latin composition, 
literature	and	history;	ancient	Roman	history,	ancient	Greek	history	
and ancient Greek philosophy, with the appropriate medals and first 






250,000 officers and men – spread across the globe as an Imperial 
garrison.	The	creation	of	Lord	Kitchener’s	‘New’	Army	in	1914	and	
1915	was	a	 journey	into	 the	unknown	–	a	monstrous	 logistic	effort	
that	 required	policy	 to	be	 ‘made	up’	on	an	almost	daily	basis.	The	
battalions	 of	 the	New	Army	were	 raised	 independently	 (and	often	
idiosyncratically)	 by	 a	multitude	 of	 local	 committees.	Each	 had	 a	
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nominal limit of around 1,000 (later 1,400) officers and men. Usually 
there was a surplus of volunteers; the War Office therefore began 
to	encourage	the	formation	of	‘Local	Reserve	Battalions’	under	the	
pre-existing	local	regimental	structure	–	a	pool	of	additional	recruits	





















Light Infantry. Almost immediately he was identified as potential NCO 
material,	and	within	a	week	was	appointed	acting	lance	corporal.	The	
novelty	of	camp	life	soon	wore	off.	It	was	a	daily	grind	of	squad	drill,	
musketry, bayonet work and what the War Office manual liked to call 
the	‘development	of	soldierly	spirit’.	The	principal	object	of	training	
was	to	make	each	soldier	‘mentally	and	physically	a	better	man	than	
his adversary on the field of battle’. In practice, this involved a great 




become an officer. Around this time he wrote his father that he had 
been	‘annoyed	by	some	rude	fellows’.	Perhaps	(given	his	background)	
he was finding barrack life a little on the coorse	side.
The	56th		Training	Reserve	Battalion	(12th		Reserve	Infantry	Brigade)	





















civil	 status.	These	 (mainly	 young)	men	 learned	 the	military	 ropes	
alongside	the	‘other	ranks’	in	a	fairly	haphazard	manner.	Occasionally	
they	might	be	required	to	attend	outside	courses	organised	by	the	War	
Office; for the most part, however, the training of commissioned ranks 














lucky)	 you	 learned	 from	 the	mistakes	 of	 others.	 Frequently,	 these	
‘others’	were	no	longer	alive.
On	28	March	1918,	Norman	was	discharged	 to	a	 commission	as	 a	
second	 lieutenant	 in	 the	Royal	Scots.	A	week	earlier	Germany	had	
launched	Operation	Michael,	a	massive	offensive	aimed	at	breaking	
the British line on the old Somme battlefield in Picardy. Casualties on 
the first day alone amounted to 39,000 officers and men. As Norman 
awaited	 receipt	 of	 his	 commission	 scroll,	 the	British	Army	was	 in	
headlong	retreat.	With	the	position	in	France	growing	more	desperate	
by	the	hour,	he	must	have	expected	to	be	sent	across	the	Channel	at	any	
moment. On 29 March, however, the War Office posted him to Ireland. 
In	December	1917	the	3rd	(Reserve)	Battalion	of	the	Royal	Scots	–	the	
so-called	 ‘Depot’	Battalion	–	had	moved	 to	Richmond	Barracks	 at	
Mullingar	in	County	Westmeath.	This,	in	part,	was	a	response	to	the	






These men had volunteered to fight Kaiserism and had no interest in 
Irish	political	affairs.	The	natives	would	spit	on	 them	 in	 the	street;	
their	 lives	were	 at	 risk	 for	 no	 easily	 discernible	 reason.	For	 some,	
the	trenches	were	preferable	and	there	are	recorded	instances	of	men	












Scots	were	 in	 reserve,	 just	behind	 the	 front	 line	east	of	Arras.	The	
commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel James Alexander Turner, was 
only	26,	a	thrice-wounded	veteran	of	three	years	on	the	Western	Front,	




Cadet Battalion instructor; he led Norman on his first night patrol of 
no	man’s	land.	There	would	be	several	such	sorties	before	any	green	
officer would be considered ‘safe’ to lead a patrol for himself. At the 
dangerous	sharp	end,	the	Army	was	decidedly	more	democratic	than	
on	Salisbury	Plain.
On	 16	 July	 the	 division	moved	 south	 to	 the	 French	 sector,	 near	
Soissons.	They	went	into	the	line	a	week	later	and	were	immediately	













On 5 August, after eight days of continuous heavy fighting, the 15th	
returned	to	Arras.	Almost	immediately	it	was	transferred	to	the	salient	
at	Loos,	a	quiet	sector,	where	the	division	had	suffered	heavy	casualties	





























Reserve at the time: there would be no more fighting for them. When 
the	Armistice	was	signed	on	11	November,	they	were	billeted	in	the	
Belgian	village	of	Blicquy,	 nearly	30	miles	 beyond	Lille	 and	deep	
inside	what	had	once	been	occupied	territory.
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that he must be absent from the bloody fight that claimed the lives of his 
replacement	and	many	of	his	men.	Occasionally,	especially	in	his	later	
years,	he	would	mention	the	organist,	but	never	by	name.	His	family	
were intrigued but ultimately mystified. He carried his memories of 
the	man	to	his	grave;	until	today,	no	one	had	any	idea	who	he	was.	If	
Norman	is	present,	I	hope	he	will	not	mind	my	indiscretion.	I	feel	sure	
that	he	would	want	Bill	mentioned	on	an	occasion	such	as	this.
There	are,	perhaps,	two	lives	to	commemorate	today.
